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Vietnamese Cutia, Dalat        © James Eaton  
 

This comprehensive tour of Vietnam targeted  almost all of the countries endemics and near -endemics, and 

incredibly, we saw every single one of them amongst a total 331  species recorded on the tour. Starting in 
the hot and humid south, with Bar -bellied Pitta, Germainôs Peacock Pheasant and Orange-necked 
Partridge, we quickly pulled in all the Dalat endemics  including  spectacular views of all the 
laughingthrushes, then worked our way north through the central highlands, enjoying Chestnut -eared and 
Rufous -cheeked Laughingthrush es, Red-collared Wo odpecker and Black -crowned Barwing en - route, before 
finishing in  the north with Short - tailed Parrotbill, Eared Pitta and climaxing with  perched views of the little -

known White -eared Night Heron by its nest. This were just the highlights  and  the 12  species of 
Laughingthrush , 4 pittas, 2 frogmouths, 13 cuckoos, 13 woodpeckers and 8 galliforms give more of an 
idea of j ust how successful the tour was.  

 
From our starting point in Ho Chi Minh City we headed north -east to Cat Tien National Park  after breakfast 
on the first morning . Cat Tien is one of the most important protected areas i n Indochina harbouring  a 
number of lowland Indochinese endemics, many of which are largely restricted to Vietnam. With two full 

days to play with we managed an impressive haul of the parks specialities helped by the fine weather and 
some very  co-operative birds.  



We were particularly lucky with one of the main targets inside the park, the Galliformes. An excursion into 
the open grasslands soon provided us with the wonderful sight of a cock Green Peafowl sat regally some 

distance away, followed  by a much closer female, and finally culminating in a male less than 50 metres 
away that wasnôt quite sure what to do, so decided to take flight towards us, attempting to flap-and -glide 

his huge frame and trailing tail away from us as he just managed to p ass the vehicle and into the 
bush .Along the main track cutting through the centre of the park a pair of Red Junglefowl appeared on the 
first morning, followed by a displaying male and party of Siamese Firebacks the nex t . Scaly -breasted 
Partridges were located quietly feeding along a forest - trail, and although  Germainôs Peacock Pheasant 
initially teased us by flashing by a couple of times , our final morning throw -of - the -dice resulted in a pair 

circ ling us at close - range, the male perching up off the ground, purple occoli  shimmering in the sunlight , 
the icing on the cake, as a short while before  we had a pair of the rarely -seen, bamboo - loving Orange -
necked Partridge walking back - then - forth in front of us.  
 
The parks other major prize, Bar -bellied Pitta took a couple of attempts before a male did what it was 
supposed to do and hop onto the open  trail as we waited for him to  do so, then have a good look a round 
before deci ding to disappear once again in the dense foliage. Typically the trail birding was rather slow 

otherwise, Blue - rumped Pitta, a nemesis for some right up to the end of the tour called a couple of times 
but remained unresponsive during most  of our time in Vietnam.   
The little night -birding we did was over rather quickly ; during our short wait for Blythôs Frogmouth a 

Collared Scops Owl was called in for great looks as he looked inquisitively down at  us and the frogmouth 
was soon located by t he roadside for walk -away views. Another evening a number of wonderful Great 
Eared Nightjars hawked above us, two even perching in nearby trees, calling away, while Large - tailed 

Nightjars hawked around us.  
 

    
 

Hodgson ôs Frogmouth, Dalat and Blyth ôs Frogmouth, Cat Tien  
 
Apart from these stand -out species we recorded a  huge number of other highly desirable species ;  

woodpeckers included a pair of the  scarce Black -and -buff, Laced Woodpecker and a vocal pair of Heart -
spotted Woodpeckers  were eventually found in a dense canopy. The parks trickiest and shyest woodpecker 
ï Pale-headed was located unusually quickly, though typically only gave most of us several fly -by views 
however these were good enough to make out its distinctive markings .  

Red-vented Barbet, a regional endemic, sat out nicely as did Gr een -eared, Blue -eared and Lineated 
Barbets. A big party  of Oriental Pied Hornbills dust -bathed on the track ahead of us though the 10  Great 
Hornbills flying into a huge roadside tree next to us at dusk  were always going to steal the show from 
their  little brother.  
Orange -breasted Tro gon provided a splash of colour  and green pigeons were typically evident  with Thick -
billed , Orange -breasted  and Ashy -headed seen well. Banded Broadbill flew straight in as expected, while 
in the feeding flocks we fou nd wintering Swinhoeôs Minivet, Black -and - red and Dus ky Broadbills  (on 3 

occasions) , Great Iora, Indochinese Tit Babbler (Grey - faced Tit Babbler being the commonly used English 
name despite the confusing name of the Grey -cheeked Tit Babbler that occurs on Java), Scaly -crowned 
Babbler, confiding Puff - throated Babbler, Banded Kingfisher, Indian Cuckoo, Crimson and Purple -naped 
Sunbirds, Brown -backed and Silver -backed Needletails, and  displaying  Blue -bearded Bee -eater s.  

Fruiting trees were noticeably absent s o it was with great relief on our final morning locating a pair of 
Golden -crested Myna ï a much underrated species , shortly before the peacock pheasant and Orange -

necked Partridge.  
 
Next it was time for some true Vietnamese endemics as we headed east to the Dalat highlands. First ly we 
made two excursions to Deo Nui San, a beautiful area of hill forest with a winding road cutting through the 
heart of it. Like any large forest block in Vietnam, there was plenty of legal and illegal timber extraction 



and hunting tracks leading into the forest but there were still plenty of birds here, though breeding 
seemed to be underway as few feeding flocks were sighted. On our first afternoon it was fairly windy, 

making life difficult for us and the bird s. We picked up our first of several Annam Barbets, Clicking Shrike 
Babbler ( previously lumped with  Trilling  Shrike Babbler , within  Chestnut - fronted), Mugimaki Flycatcher, 

wintering Alstromôs Warbler, Klossôs Leaf Warbler, Erpornis, Mountain Fulvetta, Grey - throated Babbler, 
Maroon Orioles, Grey -crowned Tit but  only a few White -cheeked Laughingthrush, but this flock did contain 
a surprise Collared Babbler  (my first sighting at this location) . With it getting dark  earlier than expected 
we decided to try out a spot that looked just perfect for a Hodgsonôs Frogmouth. The signs appeared 
good, as just as dusk approached a couple Grey Nightjars came in to inspect us, circling and hawking just 

overhead in the spotlight, then a brief play of the tape, a short response, then some movement, and on 
came the spotlight, with a male Hodgsonôs Frogmouth perched in the middle, just above us! 
Returning to the Laughingthrush spot for a dawn picnic -breakfast ( baguette and laughing cow  again !), the 
laughingthrushes were still present, but so was much more, delaying an y breakfast for an hour as in quick 
succession we scored great looks at a rather unsettled Collared Babbler, a pair of surprisingly showy Red -
billed Scimitar Ba bbler, a rather brief White -browed Scimitar Babbler, then confusion dilemma , as an 
Indochinese Green Magpie called from one side of the road, and Black -hooded Laughingthrushes the 

other! We opted (wisely in hindsight!) for the magpie, which r ather uncharacteristically decided to hop up 
into the canopy i n full view, producing surprise  from all of us as it really is fluorescent  yellow and not the 
green show in the field guide. Just as it did this, the laughingthrushes flew across the road, but a  bit too 

quick for most, until we were satisfied with the óIndopieô and turned our attentions to the Black-hooded 
Laughingthrushes which flew back across in front of us, with perched views for some. After listening to it 
during breakfast we walked just off  the road to secure great looks at a klossi Blue - throated Flycatcher ï 

based on its rich vocalisations, dark blue upperparts, large size and lack of orange on the breast, a species 
ripe for splitting.  
Moving on along the road , and great looks at the usuall y super elusive Spot - throated Babbler,  we finally 
heard the rich melody of the endemic Orange -breasted Laughingthrush ï a species that upon my first visit 
10 years previous was common and vocal here, but now rare and rather wary due to capture for the cage -
bird trade. After several hour - long tactics we were struggling, until repositioning ourselves deep in the 
(thorny!) bush and finally, had him scrambling towards us, checking us out for a few precious seconds 

before slipping away once more with all but  one of us securing at least satisfactory views. Back on the 
road, it was all happening again as a small feeding flock of Blue -winged Siva, Klossôs Leaf Warbler, Grey-
crowned Tit, and Mountain Fulvetta contained a solitary, vocal Black -crowned Parrotbill, a near -endemic 
that has recently been found in Cambodia. Next up, having just announced that a calling Bar -backed 
Partridge would be óimpossibleô to see, a wide track cutting through the forest enabled us to lure the 

partridge towards us, before he gingerl y walked right across, even stopping in the middle to check if it 
was still safe to cross! As the heat was now becoming more intense, we wandered into the forest for a 

short while, where a pair of Blue Pitta called back to each other, though typically it w as only those who 
have seen the species before managing to connect, sods law!  
 

    
 

Yellow - billed Nuthatch and Austen ôs Brown Hornbill, Mang Den  
 
The aptly named Dreams Hotel (complete with both vertical and horizontal shower!) was our base for the 

next three nights as we birded around the Dalat Plateau for a couple of da ys. We were blessed with fine 

weather throughout and we couldnôt have hoped for a better start. With a couple of hours in the afternoon 
at our disposal, a visit to Tuyen Lam lake for some light birding was beyond expectations as our first 
feeding flock con tained, after a brief Yellow -billed Nuthatch, a flock of Grey -crowned Crocias ï the most -
wanted and rarest bird of the region. There were some anxious moments as we waited, then chased the 
flock before we all secured views of one of Asiaôs rarest and least -known species, clambering through the 
middle and upper -storey. Entering the forest proper soon provided us with a pair of the recently -split 



Dalat Shrike Babbler overhead then a Rufous -backed Sibia and, most surprisingly, another group of 
crocias that  sat abov e us on open branches, calling and duetting, rewarding our patience. As the light 

began to fade we called it a day, though a vocal Black -crowned Parrotbill played hide -and -seek for a brief 
period before shutting up, presumably to roost ï a good id ea!  

 
Our first morning on the plateau was high up on Mount Lang Bian, it was another windy day, but blue 
skies, patience and hard -work was richly rewarded. Our number one target, Collared Laughingthrush is a 
renowned skulker, with good views difficult to c ome -by. Our first encounter was a typical one ;  they called 
back, popped their heads up, and cleared off pretty sharpish with just 1 -2 of us seeing them. A change of 

approach was required the second time round, and this worked a treat, as we managed to lur e a pair in 
and watch them hop around, then begin to feed above the trail, completely oblivious to our presence ï a 
real treat. After they slipped back into the undergrowth, a Grey -bellied Tesia jumped around us, pausing 
every so often to deliver its rich,  powerful voice. The mountain was really quiet by usual standards, with 
no sizable feeding flocks around (and a compl ete lack of the once common Silver -eared Mesia), we slowly 
connected with nearly all our targets, with further views of Clicking and Dalat Shrike Babblers, Mrs Gouldôs 
and Black - throated Sunbirds, Yellow -cheeked Tits, just a solitary singing Blythôs Leaf and Ashy- throated 

Warblers, a singing Black -headed Sibia and eventually a flock of confiding Black -crowned Fulvetta, 
enjoying the moss - laden  branches joined us by our coffee -stop. The walk back through the conifers 
provided little b ut  a Long - tailed Minivet sitting on her nest, and a couple of Olive -backed Pipits feeding on 

the ground.  
 
An afternoon visit to the pine forest surrounding Tuyen La m lake enabled us to clean -up on our remaining 

Dalat specialities, even as we were driving a flash of yellow -and -black halted us in our tracks as we 
jumped out to enjoy a pair of roadside Vietnamese Greenfinches coming down to bathe and drink in a 
nearby s tream. After d eciding to carry on walking up the hill, a pair of Chestnut -vented Nuthatches were 
enjoyed before distant ringing whistles pushed us on to a patch of evergreen forest where a male 
Vietnamese Cutia was found singing at eye - level, before flying  towards us, and continuing  to sing for over 
20 minutes above us while we continued to bird! After a fine pair of Wedge -tailed Green Pigeons flew in to 
view, the Cutia eventually got either fed -up, or comfortable, and brought along his mate and their 

partners whoi  began to fe ed just above eye - level in the roadside conifers, offering us amazing views as we 
watched them noisily peeling off the bark in search of food. The surrounding scrub and conifer plantation 
held several new birds ; Slender -billed Oriole, both Hill and Brown Prinia, Grey Bushchat, Black -winged 
Cuckooshrike and striking Chestnut -capped Babble r ï a much underrated species.  
 

Our second morning on the plateau saw us return for a third visit to Tuyen Lam (óthanksô largely to the 
opening up of the area for development means plenty of new roads cutting into the once pristine 

evergreen forests that used to be inaccessible), though this time we attempted to get high, as there was 
still one missing species we were keen to loca te, ocularis White -spectacled Warbler, a sure - fire split, 
largely restricted to the plateau with . The warbler is only found in the upper montane forest, and once we 
got onto the ridge we eventually heard one up ahead, and sure en ough, soon had it running (or rather 
flying) rings round us, until eventually settling and singing in view for us. Otherwise, the forest here was 
quiet, with little calling except for an frustratingly  distant Blue Pitta, another Black -crowned Par rotbill 

briefly inspected us, and a party of Collared Laughingthrushes performed for us once again, singing half -
obscured in the undergrowth, then 3 of them sat for a short period on a log on the trail just as we hoped 
they would. Lower down, more Vietname se Greenfinch appeared, as did a flock of White -cheeked 
Laughingthrush and a few Ashy Drongo.  
 
In previous years, the number one site has been Ta Nung Valley. Unfortunately this once beautiful 
forested valley is being convert ed to agricultural fields and an óecoô resort  (!) , with little understory 

remaining that used to be so loved by bulbuls and parrotbills. We still found a few birds ;  Grey -cheeked 
Warblers were singing away, a pair of Slaty -backed Forktail fed nervously in front of us, a few White -
cheeke d Laughingthrushes were busy feeding in a fruiting tree, along with an Indochinese Cuckooshrike 
before the manic laughter of Black -hooded Laughingthrushes had us looking the other way , unusually for 
the species they crossed an open area of forest, with ple nty of vines for them to hop along, allowing for 
prolonged views of this shy species . Just as the sun disappeared over the horizon we started to head back 
when the fluty notes of an Orange -breasted Laughingthrush prevented us from leaving, this time our 

st rategy worked a treat as a gang of four came straight to us, sitting side -by -side, before one particularly 
aggressive and bold individual decided to hop up onto some bare branches right in front of us and sing his 
heart out for several minutes, flashing hi s bright orange chest towards us  with head held high ï the 
perfect way to end our Dalat birding.  
 
A driving day followed, driving down from the plateau across the dry open lowlands was an easy day to 

forget ï an Oriental Turtle Dove on the road, and our fi rst Jungle Crow (whether it be an Eastern or 
Southern is a matter of debate in Vietnan), what wonôt be forgotten is the terrible condition of the roads in 

this region! Anyway, we finally arrived at our accommodation in the early evening, ready for a new batch 
of birds  the next day . 
 
Mang Den is, or until very recently was, a huge area of submontane forest, visited by very, very few 
people until the local government decided to have a óDalat of Kon Tum provinceô and open up the forest 

with lots of n ew roads, bulldozers and ill -planned hydro -electric dams. At the moment it offers perfect 
birding ï quiet, new roads slicing through pristine forest with less disturbance to more developed birding 



areas. The main reason for our visit here was to find the r ecently discovered Chestnut -eared 
Laughingthrush, found in 1996, described in 1999 and since only known from a couple of sightings until 

being discovered in numbers here in 2010.  
As soon as we got out the bus, the sweet song of a Pale Blue Flycatcher led u s to a small feeding flock and 

our first Rufous - faced and Chestnut -crowned Warblers , Stripe -breasted Woodpecker, short -billed and 
Grey -chinned Minivets  and a solitary Grey -headed Parrotbill . 
Once again our breakfast was put on hold as the unmistakable swee t, melodic song of a Chestnut -eared 
Laughingthrush emanated from a patch of bamboo, and after a short wait we had it come out of the 
undergrowth to check us out ï none of us expected it to be this easy!  

Cuckoos seemed to be theme of the morning, with Asian  Drongo and Large Hawk Cuckoos appearing 
simultaneously after drawing attention  by their constant singing, then a little further on we flushed up a 
silent Hodgsonôs Hawk Cuckoo that sat motionless by the roadside, a wintering migrant here. Asian 
Emerald Cuckoos were vocal and conspicuous, with the males getting particularly agitated with each 
other. Feeding flocks had seemingly broken -up already in preparation for breeding season so it was with a 
little relief that a single  Yellow -bi lled Nuthatch appeared in front of us, our only sighting during the day.  
We did eventually pick -up most of the expected flocking species, but in very small numbers ï the black -

crested gayeti Sultan Tit (replaced to the north and south by yellow -crested bir ds), Grey -crowned and 
Yellow -cheeked Tits, Black -chinned Yuhina and Black -eared Shrike Babbler.  
Though fruiting trees were absent , we still found Red -vented and Golden - throated Barbets, and pleasingly 

Mountain Imperial Pigeons were still common here , though some distant cries of Austenôs Brown Hornbill 
tantalised us.  
 

    
 

Black - hooded Laughingthrush and Rufous - cheeked Laughingthrush  

 
As the sun ôs heat  initiated  thermals , the raptors came out in force, including Oriental Honey Buzzards 
displaying around us while we enjoyed our picnic -lunch, Jerdonôs Baza were found flying and perched, a 
very scarce bird in Vietnam, Mountain Hawk Eagle, Crested Serpent Eagle and finally, a circling Crested 

Goshawk.  
During the afternoon the birding activity subsided, so we decided to try a different spot, inside the forest. 
A Collared  Owlet tormented us, though thankfully my embarrassment at being unable to find it was halted 

by the cat - like whistle of a Red - tailed Laughingthrush ï a species I was unaware even occurred here, and 
after a few minutes of waiting and waiting, a flash of re d alerted us that the bird was here, and over the 
course of the next 30 minutes we got progressively better views of this retiring species, one of the very 
best laughingthrushes and made bird -of - the -day a difficult decision (the Red -tailed did pip Chestnut -eared 
to the title!).  
 
Returning the following day had us focussed on one mission ï find ing  Austenôs Brown Hornbills! We soon 

had them calling well away from the road, and used up all our patience waiting for them to appear by the 
roadside, though our wait was helped considerably by another Chestnut -eared Laughingthrush and mind -
blowing views of a group of Black -hooded Laughingthrush that sat out on open branches above the road 
(Iôve never seen them so well!). With nothing larger in sight, we opte d to run through the forest and find a 
clearing near to where they had been calling from 30 minutes earlier, and as luck would have it, just as 

we entered a clearing, so did the hornbills! Mission completed, we did some further roadside birding, 

finding a couple pairs of Yellow -billed Nuthatch and a shy Ratchet - tailed Treepie ï our first of several 
during the next week or so.  
As we wanted to get ahead of ourselves, we left mid -morning to drive north, a long drive eventually saw 
us reach our next stop just a s the light was beginning to fade and the clouds edging towards us ï a 10 
minutes dash around the roadside scrub got us the pair of Black -crowned Barwing we were searching for, 
feeding rather unassumingly in the tall grasses  upslope , and eventually moving down towards the road 



producing the kind of views we were craving for after their initial elusiveness. This is another species that 
was discovered in 1996, and still only known from a tiny area of Vietnam, and a couple of sites in central 

Laos.   
 

Having al ready seen the barwing and Red - tailed Laughingthrush, we were ahead of schedule, so we 
decided to go explore ï central and northern Annam is still heavily forest ed in some form or another, 
unfortunately most of it is heavily degraded from the American War but is still green and birdy. We drove 
along a new road that cut through such forest, in the lowlands, finding ourselves several new, though 
expected species; Black -browed Fulvetta (another range - restricted, near -endemic), several singing Fork -

tailed and C rimson Sunbirds, Plain Flowerpecker, Sultan Tits (still black -crested birds here), and a nice 
surprise was a pair of confiding Rufous - throated Fulvetta along a narrow trail. As the heat soon picked up, 
we headed to the coast and up to Bach Ma National Park , via a short, successful stop for Masked 
Laughingthrush, and an Orange -headed Thrush feeding in an open field, with Ashy Minivets in the nearby 
tree -canopy. Unfortunately Bach Ma was closed for road construction (started 3 years ago!), so we could 
only bi rd around the headquarters, a real nuisance, though Blue - rumped Pitta remained even more of a 
nuisance as, despite hearing plenty, they simply refused to budge, usually one of the more easier pittas 

was becoming a nightmare! A pair of Japanese Thrush flew -by  as the light faded  ï sadly the only ones 
during the tour  bar Michaelôs female the following morning.  
Another visit to the area in the morning took us down a narrow trail through the bush, as we carefully 

positioned ourselves for an extended sit -and-wait. We were waiting for Annam Partridge, a central 
Vietnamese endemic, not recognised by some authorities (probably quite rightly!), and is a rarely -seen 
species so we knew our chances were slim, despite hearing them earlier somewhere in this area.  

Eventually a movement drew our attentions to the left, and from the thick undergrowth, out walked aé. 
Slaty - legged Crake! The crake, obviously completely oblivious to our presence, slowly went about its 
business, walking all the way across us and disappea ring to the right, keeping us on our toes, as just a 
few minutes later, a pair of Annam Partridge suddenly strolled into view, then proceeded to call at ear -
shatteringly close - range before sauntering  back out of view.  
 

    
 

Ratchet - tailed Treepie, Bach Ma and Sooty Babbler, Phong Nha - Ke Bang  
 
After this success , we tried a different area for pittas, though typically, rather than the hoped - for Blue -
rumped, we had to be content with mind -blowing views of a stonking male Bar -bellied that hopped around 
us twice, in full views several times ï the bird -of - the - tour views!  

During lunch a Pale - legged Leaf Warbler fed in the undergrowth by us, allowing continuous views of this 
thicket - loving, tail -dipping phlysoc , and keeping with the nature of elusive species that rarely sit out, a 
Ratchet - tailed Treepie followed  a party of Racket - tailed Treepie (plenty of room for confusion there!) by 
feeding on open branches by the restaurant and road.  
 
With the upper reaches of the park closed, our chances of Indochinese Wren Babbler were looking rather 
weak, so, cutting our l osses here, we decided to spend another day exploring new areasé A long day  drive 

heading towards Phong Nha -Ke Bang National Park initially took us through dry, open forest, reminiscent 
of the dry forests of Laos. Crested, White -vented and Vinous -breaste d Mynas were all seen, along with 

several Jungle Crow. Some roadside Pin - tailed Green Pigeons had chosen the wrong spot to perch for us ï 
right next to a border -post, and the guards were not too pleased as we walked, unknowingly, to within 
200m of the bord er, bins and cameras at hand! During our 10 -minutes of freedom we did find Moustached 
Barbet (a seldom -seen bird in Vietnam) and, incredibly, given the close proximity to a town, two Red -

shanked Doucs, Asiaôs finest primate. Keen to press on, eventually we found the spot we were aiming for 
(isnôt Google earth wonderful!), and sure enough, the submontane forest that cloaked all the surrounding 
hillsides held the species we were hoping for here; Rufous -cheeked Laughingthrush  which  we could hear 



them calli ng way up above us. Before finding a trail into the forest, we had a large flock of Cookôs Swift 
swoop around us ï part of the 4 -way split of Pacific Swift, a resident to central and northern Indochina  

and a pair of sweet -singing Black - throated Laughingthr ushes . We found a trail, though not a particularly 
well -used one , and after a short length of time, our quarry was calling up ahead, so we sat quietly and 

waited. It didnôt take long before these tape-virgins were piling in, and circlin g us continually until we all 
had the desired views of Rufous -cheeked Laughingthrush, a very rarely -encountered species due to its 
restricted range of the central Annamites and Hainan and Denzilôs 7000th  species. Flushed with success, 
we leapt back to the road, only to be confronted with the sound of an Indochinese Wren Babbler! It took a 
while but  we had a pair of them scrambling down the grassy bank towards us, scolding us before settling 

down to call persistently back at us ï the day was working just as we had hoped it would!  
We spent the rest of day , travelling to our final destination, driving through some diverse scenery with 
occasional stops, through trashed bamboo forest, heavily -bombed forest, spectacular limest one karst, 
rice -fields and eventually some intact lowland forest that we, unfortunately, didnôt have the time to 
explore before reaching the hotel shortly after dusk.  
 
An exciting full -day was had inside the usually difficult to access Phong Nha -Ke Bang Na tional Park. The 

park protects a vast area of limestone karst forest . Although much of it still remains heavily degraded due 
to the intense bombing the region received during the American War , it still plays host to a number of 
mammals virtually unknown ou tside the park.  

The jaw -dropping landscape revealed itself as the light improved with huge, limestone cliffs towering over 
us on each side of the beautiful open gorge we walked along in the morning. The birds slowly started to 
drip through, first a Laced W oodpecker got the pulses racing (Red -collared would have to wait its turn!), 

Green -backed Tit of an undescribed taxon fed by the roadside, and a Spot -necked Babbler enjoyed playing 
hide -and -seek with us before we spotted a group of the rare Hatinh L angur high above us, having just left 
their roosting cave, along with a troop of Assamese Macaque.  
The main reason for us being inside this national park was soon revealed, as a pair of Sooty Babbler 
chirped close -by, then hopping up onto the exposed rock s, and began to hop and feed in an almost 
Wallcreeper - like fashion, a most bizarre stachyris . W e would find another pair of babblers just a short walk 
further on, but not before we pin -pointed the teasing whistles of Yellow -vented Green Pige ons we had 

been hearing for the past 20 minutes . Views were rather distant in the gloom, what did become apparent 
was just how much better the Kowa óscopes are compared to the Swarovskiôs ï only the Kowa could give 
tickable views of the distinctiv e underpart pattern!  
Our attentions turned back to the forest above us, as a Limestone Leaf Warbler was singing way above us, 
out of reach, though we switched from birds for 15 minutes as the troop of Hatinh Langur had now leapt 

all the way down the steep karst forest to feed right by the roadside, totally unconcerned by our presence, 
with several bright orange youngsters around . It was very pleasing to see as this species which is still in 

free - fall due to illegal hunting, primarily inside this nati onal park (away from the roadside!). As the 
warbler was clearly uninterested in a potential intruder, we drove on, further inside the park, picking up 
bits and pieces (and hearing a couple more Blue - rumped Pittas!) before a feeding flock led us into the 
forest, the flock remained largely elusive though it did contain some vocal Large Scimitar Babblers, Hainan 
Blue Flycatcher, Greater Yellownape and a very bright and territorial Limestone Leaf Warbler, a species 
only described new to science in 2009  and known only from the limestone regions of eastern Indochina.  

 
This afternoon was typically rather quiet, as we went in search of White -winged Magpie, only to be 
distracted by another pair of Blue - rumped Pitta that once again, refused to hop in to the right gap, and 
the one time they were ready to come into view, White -winged Magpies started to call down the road, and 
in the deliberations we ended up dipping both!  A frustrating end to an otherwise memorable day!  
We had just one hours birding the following morning before we had to slip off to the airport, so we knew 
we had to make the most of it. We returned to the pitta spot, which held a different pair on the opposite 

side of the road (you really notice how common a bird is when youôre struggling!), and this time we did 
better, as we hid behind a rock waiting for it to come into view, as it was so close we could already hear 
one hopping and feeding just the other side ï it did hop into view, sitting motionless for the left -half of the 
group, before hopping away when it realised it had been spotted, unfortunately giving just brief views to 
those on the right!  
Back  on the road  some intriguing, distant knocking had our tails raised, and after a very short wait, a 
male Red -collared Woodpecker flew straight across us, then back, to land 10 metres up a bare tree for us 

all to see ï wow! Over the next 20 minutes we obtained several further  views of one of As iaôs most 
difficult, and rarely -encountered species ï it was only the fourth time James had encountered the species. 
Of interest the bird even produced a previously unknown vocalisation which may well make it easier for 
Birdtour Asia to find in futureé 
 
After a shor t flight from Hue to Hanoi, we were greeted by unusually clear blue skies as we headed north -

west to Tam Dao National Park ï incredible it was one of the very few days in the year that Tam Dao had 
clear skies, but unfortunately by the time we go up there, in the late afternoon  the thick fog  that Tam Dao 

is so famous for, had descended upon us, but we did still manage to sneak in a singing Chestnut Bulbul, 
Silver -eared Mesia and some confiding  Silver -breasted Broadb ills.  
We gave ourselves one full day at Tam Dao, knowing the weather would be terrible (and it was!), the fog 
was so thick it was even inside the rest aurant for both dinner and brea kfast!  
Thankfully, though misty, it was relatively dry, as we spent the mo rning walking along the well - forest ed 

road, searching for something more than faint silhouettes . First up was a male Chestnut Bunting, then  our 
first of several flocks of Indochinese Yuhina, but a singing Pale - footed Bush Warbler only revealed itself to 



some members of the group. A movement in the roadside grass was an extremely confiding Asian 
Stubtail, hopping around too close for some of our binoculars (depending on your minimal focal distance!), 

then a male Crested Bunting sat feeding by the trackside ï a very rare bird in Vietnam away from its 
breeding areas on the Chinese border but best was yet to come . High -pitched calls of Tam Daoôs most-

wanted bird finally ca me to the trackside, a pair of Short - tailed Parrotbill were as confiding as ever, and as 
quick as ever, flitting around us producing several memorable views of this feisty little gem. After they 
had disappeared back downslope, we found the recently -describ ed Tam Dao Salamander (!) on the track, 
a species none of us had heard of until a Google search revealed its rarity . Little -else happened for a large 
part of the morning as the fog got thicker, except for a few of the usual species, along with some Pallasôs 

Warbler, a pair of vocal St reak -breasted Scimitar Babblers, a wintering óBlythôsô Leaf Warbler ï 
unfortunately unidentifiable, and could have been any of the three splits ;  small feeding flocks containing 
the usual variety of common species, and another p air of inquisitive Short - tailed Parrotbill.  
 
Moving to the other side of the town in the afternoon in search of our 12 th  Laughingthrush of the tour, 
which duly obliged within half an hour as a group of 8 Grey Laughingthrushes were circling us, on several 
occasions even feeding above the trail on berries, though it was hard to decide if the thick mist was 

helping or hindering our views ï it no doubt helped conceal us, bringing them closer but made it difficult 
to see anything on them, itôs a good job theyôre grey! As the weather w as so terrible, and our targets 
secured, we headed down the mountain to scrub and conifer forest for migrants, and another attempt at 

Blue - rumped Pitta, which did show itself to some, bouncing along the trail as anticipated, though 
frustratingly a Rufous - tailed Robin only stuck around long enough for Mike before being replaced by an 
Asian Stubtail.  

Next morning we awoke to what appeared an impossibility, even thicker fog  which reduc ed visibility to 3 
metres! Optimistica lly we drove to our intended birding spot in the faint glimmer of hope things might 
improve but getting out of the vehicle we were also greeted by a sudden downpour! Heading back 
downhill we searched for yesterdayôs Rufous- tailed Robin, which frustratingly  was even singing but 
remained hidden in the dense scrub, though a vocal Pale -footed Bush Warbler couldnôt have behaved 
more different to yesterdayôs, jumping out towards us, singing from bare-branches , the same area also 
held a Manchurian Bush Warbler  whi ch sat preening for several minutes.  

As views of the pitta were still not picture -book for some, we tried again at a different spot, migrant Grey -
faced Buzzards and Brown -backed Needletails passed overhead, as once again a couple of pesky pittas 
were gl impsed, talk about frustrating!  
 

    
 

Hatinh Langur, Phong Nha - Ke Bang National Park  
 
With one final, new, destination left on the tour, we headed north, deep in northern Bac Kan province, 
close to the Chinese border for one of Asiaôs least-known species ; White -eared Night Heron. U p until about 
5 years ago, this species was only known from a handful of sites in remote areas of south -east China 

where odd birds had been seen flying over rivers at dusk, since then the species has slowly started to be 
found at several further sites i n China, nearly all of which are remote and difficult to obtain anything other 
than brief flight views at dusk. Thankfully, a Birdlife survey two years ago rediscovered the species in 
Vietnam at two sites, including Ba Be National Park where we headed to, reaching our long -house 

accommodation in the evening, via a short boat - ride.  
Leaving in the boat pre -dawn we headed to a secluded bay, part of the 8km long Ba Be Lake thatôs 
surrounded by dramatic limestone karst cliff - faces and forest. As we entered the bay, a rather long -

necked looking night heron was already flying around, and over the next 30 minutes until dawn we had 6 
different White -eared Night Herons flying around us, occasionally a bit of plumage could be seen, but it 
was still quite a mazing to see so many of this once mythical species  flying around us . As dawn arrived, the 
herons had disappeared into the forest, so we decided to go birding and return later. Picking a suitable 



trail going through forest is rather difficult  in this terrain but our trusted boatman took us to one, which 
after the initial promise, took us to cultivated fields with mist -nets surrounding, with several long -dead 

owls and accipiters ï a very sombre sight, and the reason why parks there are so few birds (and even less 
mammals!) even in Vietnamôs national  parks . Anyway, we found a feeding flock, containing an inquisitive 

White -browed Piculet and several Limestone Leaf Warbler s singing away in the surrounding forest when 
we were distracted by the distinctive cry of an Eared Pitta. Getting ourselves in position, I was prepared 
for a no -show, and promptly told everyone how Iôve never had them respond, so typically, the bird flew 
straight in but la nded somewhere in front of us, seemingly out -of -sight and continued to call for several 
minutes without even a movement being detected before he flew over our heads and to the other side of 

the valley, to call from a new perch! Now, just when we were closi ng in on him again, across the fields a 
White -winged Magpie started calling, talk about deja -vu. With the pitta sounding settled, we scanned for 
the magpie, with nothing in sight until Mike picked it up flying across the valley and away ï back to the 
pitta . Changing tactics soon had us getting excited as the pitta was now really close, and Denzil 
announced he had it ï hopping on the ground towards us. The pitta then decided to just stand in the leaf -
litter and call back to us, his camouflage concealing him in the leaf - litter almost perfectly and leaving us 
very satisfied.  

 
We returned to óheron bayô shortly before lunch and were shown a nest from the safety of the boat and 
were fortunate enough to arrive as the male was feeding a chick, with the female perc hed next to the 

nest . After a rather bird - less afternoon, we returned to see the herons depart their roost and excitedly had 
5 Mandarin fly - in (they had been knocking around for several wee ks already), followed by a couple of 
night herons fly ing  down to feed in the bay , though a fishermen soon spooked them ï how these birds 

have survived here is a minor miracle.  
A mornings birding again took us to the herons though the fishermen present had  disturbed their roosting 
sites so we saw little of them but did have a Brown Boobook hawking along the edge of the lake. We spent 
part of the morning walking along the road surrounding the lake but it was difficult birding here, with very 
few birds singin g, let alone seen ï a brief Blue - throated Barbet was as good as it got!  
 
The 240km drive back to Hanoi was uneventful  and slow -going through the Vietnamese countryside and 

we all enjoyed tucking into a final tasty Vietnamese meal in Hanoi  with ice -cold bee rs to celebrate a quite 
spectacular tour, having encountered every single Vietnamese speciality possible !  
 

    
 

Mandarin and White - eared Night  Heron, Ba Be National Park  
 
For information regarding our tours to Vietnam please click here . Alternatively please contact us via email  
or telephone us +441332 516254 regarding organising a custom tour.  
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Vietnamese Cutia and Vietnamese Greenfinch, Dalat  
Pin - tailed Green Pigeon and Moustached Barbet, Annamites  

Red - shanked Douc and Atlas Moth, Annamites  

 


